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people did like to gather there for
B
In the Second Temple
prayer at the time of the Tamid, the
4 b ^ ^ period Judaism had develMorning and Evening Sacrifice (cf.
oped two parallel venues for the pubLuke 18:10).
lic worship of the Lord: the Temple
By contrast, synagogues were esand the Synagogue. If this had not
tablished wherever there were at least
happened, Judaism might well have
ten adult male Jews, forming a mindisappeared when the Temple was deyan, a quorum. Synagogue worship
stroyed in 70 C.E.
involved no offering of sacrifices.
Instead it centered on the reading and
The ancient temple system dated
exposition of scripture, along with
back to Israel's wanderings in the wilprayers. The elders and scribes of the
derness. Its worship centered upon
the sacrifices of animals and other
Judaism
was the first religion
in the
consumables, offered on behalf of
of religions
to have
regular
weekly
the nation and individuals by priests
worship
for all its people,
a feature
whose qualification
bequeathed
to both
Christianity
and
was mainly genealogical. They were
Levites descended from Aaron. There
law who ruled the synagogues and
was only one legitimate Temple, lowere in charge of its worship could
cated since the time of David and
be of any of the tribes of Israel or even
Solomon in Jerusalem (cf.
a proselyte. The synagogue service
Deuteronomy 12:5). Though the
was essentially a meeting, an assemTemple was not intended to be a place
bly for corporate worship every Sab26 SHABBAT SHALOM I December 1997

and

the

early

community?

bath, as well as on Mondays and
Thursdays. Judaism was the first religion in the history of religions to
have regular weekly corporate worship for all its people, a feature that it
bequeathed to both Christianity and
Islam.
Though synagogue worship was
distinct from temple worship, there
were some features of the synagogue
that were reminiscent of the temple.
The chanting of Psalms and the recital of prayers could be heard in both,
and the people always prayed toward
history
the Most Holy Place
of the Temple in
corporate
Jerusalem. A replica
of the menorah was a
that
it
regular motif in synaIslam.
gogue decor, and the
ark of the Torah
somehow reminded people of the ark
of the covenant that had been in the
Most Holy Place of the first Temple.
The synagogue service consisted of
three main parts. Around this basic
core other features gradually accumu-

lated. The first part was the recitation of the Shema', the fundamental
creed of Israel: Deuteronomy 6:4 and
associated passages. In the time of
Yeshua this recitation included the
Ten Commandments, but these were
dropped from the Shema' as a reaction to disputations with Jewish
Christians toward the end of the first
century.
The second part of the service was
the Amiddh, or standing prayer, also
called the Shemoneh Esreh, or Eighteen Benedictions. All eighteen were
recited on weekdays, but only seven
on Sabbaths, when prayers having petitionary or penitential elements were
omitted.
The last main part of the service
consisted of the reading of Scripture.
It was required to read a portion from
the Pentateuch (the five books of
Moses) according to a set schedule,
with nothing left out. Usually there
would also be a reading from the
Prophets, but in their case only selections were read. After the reading a
local or visiting rabbi would expound
one of the readings and perhaps exhort the people. In Palestine one
stood to read the Scriptures and then
sat down to expound them,1 as we
see in Luke 4:16-21. In the
Diaspora, perhaps under the influence of Greco-Roman oratorical
practice, the preacher apparently
stood (cf. Acts 13:16).
The Temple and Christian Worship
The earliest Christians, who were
all Jews, did not forsake the Jerusalem Temple, as we see in Acts 2:46
and 3:1. It was still a place of prayer
for them. But the Temple was no
longer essential for their coming into
God's presence, as Stephen hinted at
the end of his speech (Acts 7:48-50):
"The Most High does not live in
houses made by men."2
Yeshua had told a Samaritan
woman, who believed that the
Temple should be located on Mount
Gerazim, near Shechem:
Believe me, woman, a time is coming when you will worship the Father neither on this mountain nor in
Jerusalem. You Samaritans worship

what you do not know; we worship
what we do know, for salvation is
from the Jews. Yet a time is coming
and has now come when the true
worshipers will worship the Father in

not be tied to any geographical
or architectural location.
The writers of the New Testament
taught that God's new Temple is His
people, the community of believers.

spirit and truth, for they are the kind
of worshipers the Father seeks. God
is spirit, and his worshipers must
worship in spirit and in truth
(John 4:19-24, NIV).
With these words he pointed
ahead to a time when God's
Temple would not be a place and

Paul warned the Corinthians: "Don't
you know that you yourselves are
God's temple and that God's Spirit
lives in you? If anyone destroys God's
temple, God will destroy him; for
God's temple is sacred, and you are
that temple" (1 Corinthians 3:16,17,
NIV; cf. Ephesians 2:19-22). The
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of apostles, as well as the writings
temple made with hands would be
of the prophets. References in the
destroyed, but not the one made
New Testament and in a report sent
without hands (Mark 14:58). The
by Pliny the Younger to the Roman
believers were not only the living
Emperor show us also that Chrisstones forming this temple, they were
tians sang psalms, hymns, and spiriits priests, with their Messiah being
tual songs (cf. 1 Corinthians 14:15,
its cornerstone and the high priest (1
16; Colossians 3:16; Ephesians
Peter 2:4-10; Hebrews 4:14-5:10).
5:19).4
There were no more bloody sacrifices,
There were actufor that was proally two services.
vided once and for
Controversy
over
We have just deall by the Messiah
change
is scribed the first, the
(Hebrews 9:11- liturgical
service of the Word,
10:38). The only
new.
But
U
patterned after the
sacrifices to be of- nothing
fered now are living
Church
has
alwayi< synagogue service.
At its conclusion
ones
(Romans
12:1).
been as concerned
tt persons who had
not been baptized
maintain
its
were dismissed, and
The Synagogue
the church members
Service and Chriscontinuity
with
the partook of the
tian Worship
Lord's Supper (or
There are but past
as to adapt
to
Eucharist), a sacred
few clues to tell us
meal that derived
how early Christhe
present.
from the Passover
tians actually conmeal of Judaism.
ducted their worship services. The
earliest fairly detailed description
The Jewish parentage of all this
comes from the pen of Justin Maris clear from the liturgical use of
tyr, writing about 155 C.E.
Hebrew and Aramaic terms, even
In the Gentile world Christians
when the worshipers were Greekhad been charged with doing dreadspeaking Gentiles. At the concluful things in secret meetings. It was
sion of prayers all the people said
rumored that they had wild inces"Amen." Justin has to explain to
tuous orgies at which they conhis pagan readers that this is a Hesumed human flesh. After all, they
brew word meaning "so be it." That
called each other "brother" and "sisthis word was common on the lips
ter" and talked a lot about love!
of Christians, whether HebrewFurthermore they were said to have
speaking or Greek-speaking, is oba service that involved eating the
vious from its frequent appearance
flesh and drinking the blood of
in the New Testament. The same
someone named Yeshua (cf. John
is true of such expressions as Alle6:53-58).3
luia (Praise the Lord), Abba (Father), and Maranatha (Our Lord,
In order to counter such slanders
Come).
and misunderstandings, Justin described in terms that pagans could
Apparently Jewish Christians
understand how Christians in his
continued to attend the synagogue
day worshiped. From his descripas long as they could, gathering
tion it appears clear that early Chrisseparately in late afternoon conventian corporate worship was a moditicles to celebrate the Eucharist.
fication of the synagogue service,
When the Christian message
from which it derived, which is premade its great ethnic leap, spreadcisely what we should expect. It was
ing from Jews to Greeks, there was
centered around prayers and the
naturally some struggle to keep its
reading and exposition of sacred
worship from separating from its
writings, which now for Christians
Jewish-Christian synagogal roots, as
included the Gospels and writings
we can see from the most detailed
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liturgical instruction in the New
Testament—Paul's first letter to the
Corinthians, chapters 11 to 14.
The apostle here rebukes the church
that he himself had founded because of their unacceptable practices, marked by disorder and emotional excess. He calls them back
to the sobriety, order, and teaching
emphasis of the synagogue.
Controversy over liturgical
change is nothing new. But the
Church has always been as concerned to maintain its continuity
with the past as to adapt to the
present. Early Christian worship
was indeed something new, but not
all new. Its origin in Jewish worship is acknowledged whenever
Christians end their prayers with a
reverent "Amen!"

1. The seat upon which the teacher sat
to expound the law of Moses was called
Moses's Seat (cf. Matthew 23:2). There is
some evidence that the seat upon which
he sat to expound the Prophets was called
Elijah's Seat.
2. Stephen was merely echoing the
prayer of Solomon when he dedicared the
First Temple (1 Kings 8:27). Other Jewish groups had withdrawn from participation in rhe cultus of the Jerusalem
temple, notably the people responsible for
the Dead Sea Scrolls, presumably the
Essenes.
3. Misinformarion and disinformation
about the religions that originated in Palestine were not unusual. It was commonly
thought that Jews did not eat pork because
they held the pig to be sacred; that they
did not wotk on the Sabbath day because
it is an unlucky day; and that Jews worshiped the head of an ass (which supposed
practice was later also ascribed to Christians).
4. Pliny, Epistles 10.96.7, 8. Pliny was
governor of Bithynia and sent this report
in 108 C.E. He obtained his information
by interrogating two female ministers
(ministrae) under torrure to discover what
Christians did in their meetings. They
told him that "on an appointed day they
had been accustomed to meet before daybreak, and to recite a hymn antiphonally
to Christ, as to a god. . . . After the conclusion of this ceremony it was their cusrom to depart and meet again to take food;
bur it was ordinary and harmless food."

